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TERRY L. WEECH  
THEEVALUATIOX of reference service has received 
considerable attention in the literature over a comparatively long 
period. But, as Samuel Rothstein pointed out in his 1964Library Trends 
article on the measurement and evaluation of reference service,' much 
of the literature has focused on discussing the lack of evaluation or the 
shortcomings of the evaluation that has taken place. In the ten years 
since Rothstein wrote his article, there does seem to be more effort at 
evaluation of reference service. Undoubtedly, many of the trends in 
recent evaluation are due to the influence of Rothstein's article. 
Since Rothstein provided a comprehensive review of reference ser- 
vice evaluation through 1963, this current study of the trends in the 
evaluation of adult reference service will concentrate on the literature 
since 1963. Before undertaking the task of describing recent trends in 
reference service evaluation, it seems appropriate to summarize 
Rothstein's findings. Rothstein concentrated on studies evaluating the 
provision of information to users, excluding those concerned with 
interlibrary loan and "library use" instruction. Making a distinction 
between "measurement" and "evaluation," Rothstein found that most 
studies were concerned with measurement rather than evaluation of 
reference services. "Measurement" is defined as "description in quan- 
titative terms," and "evaluation" as the "rating or assessment of effec- 
tiveness and w ~ r t h . " ~  Rothstein observed that "evaluation presupposes 
measurement against a specific standard or ~ardstick or goal, and no 
area of library service has been more deficient in such standards than 
reference se r~ ice . "~  
A simple count of the number of reference questions asked was 
found to be the most common form of measurement of reference 
service. Rothstein noted the drawbacks of this comparatively crude 
form of measurement, but indicated that it is often seen to be a good 
measure of the volume of work done. Beyond simple enumeration was 
Terry L. Weech is Head, Department of Library Science, Mississippi State College 
for Women, Columbus, Mississippi. 
TERRY  L .  WEECH  
the classification of reference questions into certain predefined 
categories, such as type of question (ready reference, directional or 
research); source of question (in-person or telephone); subject area 
(literature, social sciences, physical sciences, etc.); and purpose in ask- 
ing the question (work, school, personal). Questions were also classified 
by the types of materials used to answer the question o r  the time taken 
to find the answer. Rothstein indicated that there had been little 
standardization in dealing with various categories, thus limiting valid 
comparison of the findings in different studies. 
Other methods of measuring and evaluating reference service which 
Rothstein found in the literature included analyses of the characteris- 
tics of reference clientele, of the reference collection, and of the refer- 
ence personnel and the organization of reference departments. At-
tempts at cost analyses of reference service were also noted, with 
several studies providing data on the average cost of a reference 
question. 
Rothstein concluded from his examination of the literature on 
measurement and evaluation of reference service that, in terms of 
commitment of total staff time, reference service was not an important 
element in library operations. Available studies indicated that only 
between 6 and 8 percent of the total staff time was dedicated to 
reference service. Even those staff who devoted time to reference 
service appeared to spend a comparatively small proportion of their 
time answering reference questions, with most studies indicating that 
reference questions took no more than 37 to 47 percent of reference 
desk time. The literature also indicated that most questions were of the 
ready reference type, which could be answered in less than ten min-
utes. Although studies indicated that a variety of subject areas were 
covered in most reference situations, there did seem to be a concentra- 
tion of questions in history, biography, social sciences, and pure and 
applied sciences. 
As far as evaluation of effectiveness of reference service, Rothstein 
noted that effectiveness as measured by reference staffs' claims of 
satisfactory solutions ranged from 88 to 99.7 percent of all questions 
asked. Most studies which queried users as to their satisfaction with 
reference service found that approximately 90 percent were generally 
satisfied. 
RECENT RENDS SERVICEIN REFERENCE VALUATION 
Since Rothstein's review of the literature, there have been many new 
attempts as well as repeats of the old methods of measuring and 
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evaluating reference service. Much of the literature still concentrates 
on measurement rather than evaluation, although there are indica- 
tions of an awareness of the need for establishing goals and objectives 
against which measures may be judged and evaluation obtained. To  
facilitate comparison of the findings of this current review of reference 
source evaluation with those of Rothstein, studies which fit into each of 
the general categories of measurement and evaluation which he con- 
sidered will be discussed in turn. After the developments of the last few 
years have been surveyed, conclusions which can be drawn from recent 
trends will be indicated. 
ENUMERATION AND CLASSIFICATION OF REFERENCE QUESTIONS 
The counting or enumeration of reference questions is still a popu- 
lar method of measuring reference services in libraries of all types. No 
attempt has been made to do an exhaustive search of the literature to 
determine the extent to which simple enumeration is used, but the 
most recent edition of Public Library Abstracts, which covers public 
library annual reports for 1971,indicates that nearly 50 percent of the 
sixty-six public library annual reports abstracted contain data on the 
number of reference questions or reference transaction^.^ Although 
many of the annual reports cited go beyond simple enumeration and 
provide analysis by type of question or source of question, the total 
count of reference questions asked or answered still appears to be used 
as an indicator of service provided. 
A 1970 survey of the measurement and evaluation policies of thir- 
teen large academic libraries revealed that less than half kept records 
of the number of reference questions asked.5 Florence Blakely, who 
conducted the survey, reported that five of the thirteen libraries 
enumerated the number of reference questions asked for internal use 
only. Three of the libraries responding to the survey attempted to 
some extent to record actual reference questions. Other libraries de- 
pended on a sample of selected questions rather than a comprehensive 
tally. Although the proportion of academic libraries enumerating ref- 
erence questions in Blakely's survey is less than the proportion of 
public libraries reporting enumeration in Public Library Abstracts, both 
sources suggest that simple enumeration of reference questions is still 
an accepted method of measuring reference service in many public 
and academic libraries. 
Classification of reference questions by subject area, source, or time 
expended also continues to be used as a means of measuring reference 
service. In response to a request for information on how libraries 
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measure reference, Hawley reported that classification by source or 
time taken to answer the question were common method^.^ In an 
apparent attempt to refine the traditional clarification, Cornell Uni- 
versity Libraries use the following five categories in gathering data on 
reference questions: (1) informational and directional questions, (2) 
reference questions (questions requiring less than fifteen minutes and 
two or more types ofsources to answer), (3)search questions (questions 
requiring from fifteen minutes to an hour, and three or more types of 
sources to answer), (4) problem questions (taking over an hour to 
answer), and (5)bibliography questions (original compilation by staff 
taking at least one hour).7 Tally sheets are used to record the data at 
reference service points. Some attempts are made to record actual 
questions in the "search" and "problem" categories. 
Perhaps one of the more unique methods of categorizing reference 
questions is that done by Caroline Hieber in her master's thesis on 
library reference questions and answer^.^ She classified the form and 
content of the answers rather than the characteristics of the questions. 
Hieber's five categories for answers to reference questions consisted of 
the following: (1) exact reproduction (picture, map, text), (2)fill in the 
blank (address, date, etc.), (3) descriptive (biography, definition, 
method, etc.), (4) information about (how something works), and (5) 
list of references. She found that nearly half of the answers provided 
during a two-year study period at Lehigh University Library were of 
the "fill in the blank" type. Although one may not agree with the 
specific categories Hieber used, the shift of emphasis to the charac- 
teristics of answers might warrant further consideration. 
There have been several attempts at improving and standardizing 
measures of reference service based on enumeration and classification 
of reference questions. The Cincinnati and Hamiltion County (Ohio) 
Public Library has produced a manual on keeping reference statistic^.^ 
Undoubtedly other libraries have specific procedures outlined in their 
administrative manuals. In 1964, Beasley outlined recommendations 
for standardized statistical reporting of library data for Pennsylvania 
Libraries.l0 Beasley pointed out that often neither the number of 
reference questions nor the categorization of questions results in 
meaningful data. He suggested that the number of full-time people 
who are engaged in reference work is the best indicator of comparative 
reference service effort from library to library. 
Some attention is also being given to the study of unanswered refer- 
ence questions. Often a record is kept of unanswered questions to 
enable a reference department to evaluate its performance, to make 
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selection decisions, or to evaluate bibliographic or index tools. But data 
on unanswered questions are not always easy to obtain, as Jahoda and 
Culnan discovered in a recent study." They attempted to determine 
possible improvements which could be made in bibliographic access to 
scientific and technical information sources by requesting the sixty- 
eight members of the Association of Research Libraries with sci-tech 
libraries to contribute their unanswered questions for analysis. Only 
twelve libraries responded and only forty-seven questions were made 
available for analysis. The researchers concluded that this return was 
insufficient to carry on the study and that another method of evalua- 
tion would have to be devised. Although Jahoda and Culnan were not 
successful in getting sufficient data to carry out their study, the analysis 
of unanswered questions as a possible source of data for evaluation of 
reference services warrants consideration. Perhaps other data-
gathering techniques will have to be developed to overcome the reluc- 
tance of librarians to share their "failures" and expose their shortcom- 
ings. 
Although the foregoing studies indicate that many libraries still 
depend on enumeration and classification of reference questions as a 
primary method of measuring reference service, other studies suggest 
that there may be a trend away from the gathering of such reference 
statistics. A 1969 study of Iowa libraries by Phipps found that a com- 
paratively small proportion kept reference statistic^.'^ Of the 389 pub-
lic libraries that responded to the questionnaire which Phipps distrib- 
uted, only forty-two reported that they kept reference statistics. 
Among those libraries keeping reference statistics, there was little 
uniformity in the type of statistics kept. Twenty-two of the forty-two 
libraries keeping reference statistics indicated that they used the data 
in budget requests. Only seventeen of the libraries reported that they 
felt such statistics were really helpful. 
The value of reference statistics has also been questioned in other 
studies. Ruth White's survey of reference services in libraries in the 
Atlanta area indicated that while a larger proportion of libraries sur- 
veyed kept reference statistics than did the Iowa libraries studied by 
Phipps, 55 percent of the 108 libraries surveyed-less than half of 
those that did keep statistics-felt that they were worthwhile.13 The 
negative attitude toward reference statistics is further confirmed by the 
literature on the subject. In a 1970 review of the literature, Hawley 
observed articles which mentioned reference statistics usually indi- 
cated that such statistics should be a ~ o i d e d . ~  
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ANALYSIS OF REFERENCE CLIENTELE 
An alternative to data on reference questions is the analysis of the 
characteristics of those who use reference service. Few libraries seem to 
gather data on users on a regular basis, but many library use studies, 
and some studies specifically on reference service do include data on 
the characteristics of reference users. Two general surveys, both b! 
Nelson Associates, Inc., have attempted to determine some specific 
characteristics of reference users. In a 1968survey of the users of the 
Research Libraries of the New York Public Library system, extensive 
data were gathered on users of both mail and in-person use of refer- 
ence services.14 Occupational and educational characteristics of users 
were identified as well as reasons for the information being requested. 
Just over 20 percent of all users who responded to the questionnaire 
indicated that they had consulted a librarian for the answer to a specific 
reference question. 
The majbrity of the persons consulting library staff did so to seek 
assistance in finding material. Although the seeking of assistance in 
finding material might require reference staff assistance, the inves- 
tigators distinguished it from the asking of a specific reference ques- 
tion. Of those who asked a specific reference question, 24 percent were 
pursuing academic work, 41 percent were business related, and 39 
percent were involved in independent research or  pursuing a personal 
interest. 
The second Nelson Associates study which analyzed the characteris- 
tics of reference users involved a study of the public libraries in Lucas 
County, 0hio.15 The users of the Toleodo, Sylvania, and Lucas County 
public libraries were queried as to their reasons for visiting the library. 
Thirty-eight percent indicated that they were seeking information on a 
specific subject. Of these, 50 percent were seeking the information for 
personal reasons and 45 percent for school work. Although the user 
characteristics are not broken down in as much detail nor are the 
categories as discriminating as to the reasons for seeking the informa- 
tion as in the New York Public Library study, the fact that a fairly large 
proportion of visits to the Lucas County public libraries were reference 
or information related suggests the relative importance of reference 
and information sources to total library use. 
In the study of reference services and use in the metropolitan At-
lanta area, Ruth White found that 70 percent of the 94 public library 
patrons interviewed made use of library reference service.16 Academic 
library users were also interviewed and 87 percent of the 128 queried 
had made use of library reference services.17 
Adult Reference Service 
Two other recent studies of academic library users are also worth 
noting because of the different approaches they took in analyzing users 
of library reference services. A 1971 survey of the users of Brown 
University Library classified students who requested reference assis- 
tance by their subject ma jor . lq t  was found that 46 percent of the 
students using reference services were humanities majors, although 
humanities majors made up only 32 percent of the total student body. 
No breakdown by specific majors in the humanities was given. It 
should be noted, of course, that the results of the Brown University 
survey may well reflect the greater use of library resources by 
humanities majors, of which reference service is just one aspect. 
One of the methodological drawbacks of user studies, of course, is 
the fact that data are gathered from a self-selected and limited group. 
Different results might be obtained if the population of all potential as 
well as actual users were queried. At least one such study has been 
attempted. Swope and Katzer interviewed 119persons using the Syra- 
cuse University Library to determing whether they had reference 
questions.lg Forty-one percent of those interviewed indicated that they 
had reference questions, but 65 percent of those with questions would 
not ask for reference assistance from the library staff. Of those who 
would not ask for assistance, the majority felt that their question was 
too simple, were hesitant to bother the librarians, or had had an 
unsatisfactory prior experience in seeking reference assistance. 
These reasons for not seeking assistance, as reported by Swope and 
Katzer, suggest that further studies of nonusers of reference services 
might be warranted. As Rothstein noted in his review of reference 
evaluation, user evaluation of reference service tends to be consistently 
high.20 White also found in her study of the libraries in the Atlanta area 
that users were highly satisfied with reference service provided, but 
noted that this high level of satisfaction may result from the fact that 
users may bring only simple or  easy questions to reference desks.21 
Swope and Katzer's findings suggest that the wrong persons may have 
been interviewed when researchers sought user evaluation, or  at least 
they have not been asking all the people they should have been. 
Perhaps if the concentration was on nonusers, a lower level of satisfac- 
tion would be found since these would be the former users. It may very 
well be that those who are not satisfied with reference services simply 
do not use them and are thus not given opportunity for input into user 
surveys. Future research should certainly take the nonuser into con- 
sideration. 
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STUDY OF REFERENCE COLLECTIONS 
As most of the studies involving evaluation of reference collections 
indicate, reference collection evaluation is still being carried on primar- 
ily by the use of standard book lists (see Additional References). Re-
cently, however, there have been some attempts to provide alternatives 
to the standard book lists. Houser has evaluated reference collections 
of New Jersey libraries by date distribution of the materials.22 The 
copyright dates of each title in the collection were graphed to indicate a 
curve of approximate frequency with which various copyright dates 
appeared. The method assumes a relationship between copyright 
dates and value of the reference materials. Such a relationship may not 
be valid in the case of all reference materials, but it does indicate the 
value of the collection in relation to retrieving current information; 
and it does provide an interesting alternative to the usual standard 
book list. 
Another attempt to provide an alternative method of evaluation of 
reference collections was.initiated by those who evaluated the New 
York State public library systems in 1967.23 Users were asked througha 
questionnaire to evaluate improvements in library facilities as a result 
of state aid. They found that 64 percent of the respondents felt refer- 
ence resources had improved as a result of state aid. Although the 
validity and reliability of the instrument might bequestioned, the useof 
user input to evaluate reference collections is an interesting technique 
and might be used as one of the several measures of the value of a 
given collection. 
REFEREKCE PERSONNEL AND ORGANIZATION 
The analyses of the characteristics of reference personnel have been 
undertaken by several investigators in the last few years. As noted 
above, Beasley suggested that the number of employees who devote 
their time to reference work may be the best indicator of reference 
service effort on the part of libraries.24 Rothstein found that the studies 
which he had access to reported that less than 10percent of library staff 
time was devoted to reference service.25 Recent studies have indicated 
that the proportion of total staff time devoted to reference service 
ranges from 11 percent26 to 20 percentaZ7While these data suggest a 
slightly greater importance of reference service in terms of total library 
staff tasks, reference service is still a comparatively small proportion of 
total staff effort. As Rothstein noted, even staff assigned reference 
duties spend less than half of their time actually answering reference 
q~est ions .~ 'Jestes and Laird found that reference staff at the Univer- 
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sity of California (Davis) library spend no more than 21percent of their 
desk time answering reference questions.29 Of the questions asked 
during the period of the study, only about one-fourth were considered 
to require professional training to answer. 
The question of the necessity of professional training and its relation 
to reference service and staff performance has been the subject of 
several recent investigations. Charles Bunge's doctoral dissertation was 
concerned with the relationship between professional training and 
efficiency of reference librarians in answering questions.30 Nine pairs 
of reference librarians with contrasting backgrounds of professional 
training were selected from seven medium-sized midwestern public 
libraries. Reference performance of each of the pairs was measured by 
observing the response of the librarians to a set of test questions. The 
reference librarians were measured as to the time they took to find the 
answers to the questions and the correctness of the answers provided. 
Bunge found that there was no significant difference between the 
ability of professionally trained librarians to answer questions correctly 
and those not professionally trained. But Bunge did find that the 
proiessionally trained librarians took significantly less time to answer 
the questions. When quickness in answering and correctness of ans- 
wers were combined to form the concept of reference efficiency, the 
difference between those professionally trained and those not so 
trained was statistically significant. ~lt'ernative variables, such as age of 
participants, number of years since formal education, and number of 
hours at reference desk, were tested. Most were found not to be related 
to reference efficiency. Thus Bunge concluded that professional train- 
ing is related to reference efficiency in terms of correctness and quick- 
ness of answer. 
In 1970, Young reported on an attempt to determine the feasibility 
of student assistants providing reference service in an academic library 
and found that out of 299 questions received in the two-month period 
of the study, all but 21 were answered by the student a~sistants.~' He 
also reported that users found the student assistants more approach- 
able than professional reference librarians. This latter characteristic, 
of course, most probably reflects the peer image which student assis- 
tants conveyed to student users. The question of approachability is, 
however, one of the more important characteristics of reference staff, 
but is seldom measured or evaluated. Lopez and Rubacher have re- 
Ported on one effort to measure the relationship between the "inter- 
Personal dimensions" of reference librarians and patron sati~faction.~' 
Librarians were rated by a patron and by a professionally trained rater 
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in interpersonal relations. A positive relationship between the level of 
interpersonal dimensions displayed by the librarians and the level of 
patron satisfaction was found. Although this effort was essentially 
exploratory, it does raise the possibility of further development of 
criteria for the measurement of a librarian's ability to relate to patrons. 
A technique has been developed by Cravens to predict information 
processing behavior of information specialist^.^^ Using task-oriented 
empirical data, Cravens identified some sixteen variables which he felt 
might predict performance of specific tasks related to information 
retrieval. Using multiple correlation techniques, he isolated five vari- 
ables which seemed to be the best predictors of job performance. 
Although the analysis was exploratory and more work would be 
needed before it could be applied to actual situations, it certainly 
should be of interest to those concerned with reference personnel 
selection and evaluation. 
No recent studies concerned with the evaluation of reference de- 
partment organization were found. One study of reference service in 
undergraduate libraries is somewhat related to reference department 
organization and should be noted here. UTilkinson studied the level of 
reference service in two undergraduate libraries in large universities 
and compared the reference services to those given to undergraduates 
in the libraries of two four-year liberal arts colleges.34 He found that a 
higher level of reference service was made available to undergraduates 
in the four-year liberal arts colleges he studied than in the under- 
graduate libraries of the universities studied. 
COST ANALYSIS 
Lopez, in a recent review of the literature of measurement of costs 
and value of reference services, points out that measures of reference 
costs are often "rather simplistic" because they are based only on the 
salaries of reference librarians divided by the total number of hours of 
reference services to arrive at an hourly The number of refer- 
ence questions per hour is then often used as a basis for determining 
dollar cost per question. Lopez criticizes this method because it ignores 
the overhead and operating costs of libraries and thus gives an under- 
estimate of actual library reference costs. These objectives, of course, 
could be applied to many library cost studies, for the "simplistic" 
technique is not limited to reference service cost analysis. 
There have been comparatively few attempts to determine costs of 
reference service, whether using simple or more complex techniques. 
One recent study of the Beverly Hills Public Library did arrive at a 
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rough estimate of reference and reader advisory service costs by divid- 
ing the annual costs of the services as reflected in the library's budget by 
the number of people using the service.36 An estimate of the number of 
users was based on a sample of use during selected two-hour periods in 
March 1971. An estimated cost of $0.82 per visit was derived from the 
data. 
Another attempt to determine reference costs involved a study of 
seven large Illinois libraries by Palmour and Gray.37 Data were collected 
by keeping reference logs during a two-week period. Only salaries 
were used to calculate the costs. The costs were broken down by type of 
question. Average costs for answers to the questions ranged in the 
seven libraries from a low of $0.19 for answering simple fact questions 
to a high of $7.58 for answering a complex fact question. In the four 
libraries acting as Research and Reference Centers for the Illinois 
Public Library Systems, the weighted average costs were $0.32 for 
simple fact questions, $0.45 for bibliographic citations, $1.04 for mul- 
tiple fact questions, and $2.77 for answering complex fact questions. 
Although the method used depends only on the salaries of reference 
personnel, the Palmour and Gray study is an interesting attempt to 
break down costs by type of question. This undoubtedly has an ad- 
vantage over cost studies which group all questions together in a cost 
analysis. 
None of the above studies attempt to carry their cost analysis to the 
point of comparing costs with benefits received and thus arriving at a 
cost-benefit analysis. One such attempt is Kramer's evaluation of refer- 
ence services in a special library serving a technical-industrial 
clientele.38 Kramer attempted to compare the costs in terms of time 
expended in bibliographic and reference service by library staff to the 
benefits experienced by the library's clientele in terms of library search 
time saved. Questionnaires and interviews were used to establish the 
benefits to the clientele. When asked how much time the reference 
services saved compared to doing the library searching themselves, the 
respondents who had initiated 153 requests estimated that the refer- 
ence staff had saved them a total of 9,479 man-hours of library search- 
ing. The library staff carried out the 153searches in 1,07 1 man-hours, 
thus realizing considerable savings in total man-hours expended. Al- 
though the methodology of Kramer's study is admittedly less than 
rigorous, it does provide at least a rough estimate of how users see 
library reference services in terms of time saved. 
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STANDARDS OF REFERENCE SERVICES 
As Rothstein noted in 1964, evaluation presupposes standards or 
goals. He also noted that most existing standards do little more than 
specify that reference service should be made available.39 In 1964,the 
Reference Services Division of ALA was in the process of developing a 
plan for evaluation of reference services.40 Nearly ten years later, the 
plan is apparently still in process. White's study of reference services in 
the metropolitan Atlanta area was sponsored by the Reference Services 
Division of ALA as a step toward getting background data for refer- 
ence standards. But as of this writing, the standards have not appeared. 
Library standards published since Rothstein's article have tended to 
continue the tradition of recommending little more than that refer- 
ence services should be provided. Notable exceptions to this trend are 
the British standards for public library reference service and the pro- 
posed revisions to these standards41 Both provide detailed criteria for 
reference materials, administration organization, physical facilities, 
and personnel qualifications and responsibilities. Such detailed stan- 
dards have yet to be developed in the United States. 
But the goals and objectives necessary for evaluation are not neces- 
sarily limited to formal standards. It is possible for libraries to establish 
their own goals and objectives and measure their reference services 
-
against them. It is also possible for investigators to establish their own 
criteria to measure reference service against. One such criterion, as 
noted in the Bunge is correctness and efficiency in answering 
questions. This criterion has been used in many studies through the 
means of test or sample questions and has evolved into one of the 
newest and most controversial of methods of reference service evalua- 
tion, the unobtrusive measure of reference service. 
TEST QUESTIONS AND UNOBTRUSIVE MEASURES 
Test questions, which are sometimes referred to as sample questions, 
attempt to provide a measure of reference performance from the 
user's point of view. The questions are usually selected to provide a 
range of difficulty and require a variety of sources. The responses are 
observed and recorded by the investigator and measured against the 
criteria of accuracy, speed or other accepted indicators of good refer- 
ence service. Unobtrusive testing, recognizing that reference person- 
nel who know they are being evaluated may perform differently than 
in nontest situations, attempts to simulate the actual user situation by 
not revealing that an evaluation of performance is taking place. By 
keeping the reference observation and evaluation hidden, the act of 
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evaluation does not "obtrude" on the situation and thus a more "realis- 
tic" evaluation may result. 
Lowell Martin may have been one of the first to use the concept of 
"test questions" and "reference observation." In his 1945 dissertation 
on the optimum size of public library units he observed the perfor- 
mance of reference personnel by sitting near the reference desk. To  
assure that sufficient data would be available, he compiled a list of 
questions to ask in case there was insufficient reference desk activity 
during the observation periods.42 
In 1957, the New York Committee on Public Library Service re- 
ported using a list of test questions to evaluate the reference services of 
the libraries under study.43 Similar test questions were used approxi- 
mately ten years later in the study of New York Regional Public Library 
System.44 The test or sample question technique was also used to 
evaluate reference services in Lowell Martin's 1967 re-survey of Penn- 
sylvania public libraries45 and in Nelson Asociates, Inc. 1969 study of 
public library systems in the United States.46 
Herbert Goldhor submitted ten questions to twelve area libraries in 
his study of public library service for the metropolitan Minneapolis-St. 
Paul area. An innovation which Goldhor introduced to the test ques- 
tion technique was the use of the concept of "success score." Librarians 
providing a correct answer to a test question received two points, those 
who knew where the correct answer could be found even though their 
resources prevented them from providing the answer received one 
point, and those who gave no answer or an incorrect answer received 
no points4' The "success scores" were then totaled for each library and 
for groups of libraries resulting in a fairly sensitive index of compara- 
tive success. 
In 1968, Terence Crowley applied the technique of unobtrusive 
measurement in his study of the effectiveness of information services 
in medium-sized public libraries.48 In the course of gathering data to 
test the hypothesis that there was a relationship between financial 
support of public libraries and the proportion of information ques- 
tions answered correctly, Crowley and a number of "proxies" asked 
questions in person and by phone at twelve New Jersey libraries. 
Although Crowley was not able to confirm his hypothesis, he had 
established a new technique in reference evaluation. 
The unobtrusive method has been applied by many investigators 
since Crowley first introduced it. Lowell Martin, with the assistance of 
Terence Crowley and Thomas Shaughnessy, used "anonymous shop- 
pers" in the 1969 study of the Chicago Public Library.49 Thomas 
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Childers applied the unobtrusive method to reference service evalua- 
tion in his 1970study of telephone information services in New Jersey 
public libraries50 He used twenty-five different inquirers to ask 
twenty-five questions. Although using different questions, Childers's 
findings in terms of the proportion of questions answered correctly by 
the librarians were amazingly similar to those of Crowley, both finding 
that just under 55 percent of the responses were correct. Dorman 
Smith studied the reaction of librarians in twenty libraries in the 
Boston area as he asked for reference assistance without identifying 
himself as a researchere51 A representative sample of twenty-five public 
and twelve academic libraries in Ohio was subjected to unobtrusive 
evaluation of their reference services.52 The Suburban Library System, 
serving a portion of the Chicago suburban area, recently proposed the 
establishment of a "snoop group" which would make reference re- 
quests at unpredetermined times to evaluate reference performance of 
libraries in the system.53 
In a recent review of the literature of unobtrusive measurement of 
reference services, Childers cited an Enoch Pratt Free Library evalua- 
tion of telephone reference service based on the monitoring of calls 
received by the telephone reference staff.54 Although not strictly unob- 
trusive, since staff members were aware that they were being 
evaluated, it is similar to the unobtrusive technique because the precise 
periods of evaluation appear not to have been announced in advance. 
The use of test questions and unobtrusive measures has resulted in 
quite a different view of reference performance than other measures. 
Contrary to the high level of user satisfaction and the high degree of 
success reported by librarians in earlier studies, the results of studies 
using test questions and unobtrusive measures indicate that most li-
-
braries that have been evaluated to date are able to answer correctly 
just slightly more than half of the questions posed. Nearly every study 
using the technique has reported that the greatest failing is found in 
questions which require current information. Using the criterion of 
providing accurate answers to questions, these studies suggest that 
there is considerable room for improvement in the libraries tested. 
As noted above, unobtrusive testing as a method of evaluating 
reference service has not been without controversy. The question of 
the ethics of evaluating people without their knowledge has been 
raised by many who have considered the method. The reaction to the 
Illinois Suburban Library System's proposed snoop group has been 
such that the name, as well as other aspects of the proposal, will be 
changed." In  response to an expression of concern over the ethical 
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pestions involved in the use of unobtrusive testing, a defender of the 
method has replied that reference staff are public persons working in a 
~ublicapacity, and thus unobtrusive testing cannot really be equated 
to invasion of privacy.56 He also emphasized that the method has not 
been, nor should it be used to single out the performance of individual 
staff members so that they could be identified. The experience of a 
recent Maryland workshop for public librarians indicated that many 
librarians' initial negative reaction to unobtrusive measurement is 
tempered somewhat after given an opportunity to use it them~elves.~' 
Most came to feel it could be useful in evaluation of their own services, 
but that great care should be exercised that it never be used to threaten 
job security or  single out specific staff members. 
The use of unobtrusive measures has indeed raised many issues as to 
ethics of research procedure. It has also revealed a great gap in quality 
of service in many libraries where it has been applied. Its advantages 
are that it is comparatively easy and inexpensive to implement. Its 
major disadvantage appears to be the effect its use may have on the 
attitudes and morale of the persons tested. The next appropriate area 
of research may be a follow-up of persons who have been evaluated 
unobtrusively to determine any effects of'exposure once the unobtru- 
sive measure is made known. 
REFERENCE EVALUATION SURVEY 
In preparing this article, data from an unpublished survey initiated 
by Charles Bunge in the fall of 1972 were used to gain insight into the 
present state of the art of evaluation of reference service in all types of 
libraries. Eighty libraries were selected randomly from the American 
Library Directory and information on evaluation of reference services 
was requested. Specifically, information was requested as to: (1)forms 
used to measure reference service, (2) internal administrative reports 
on reference service, (3) objectives or goals which have been formu- 
lated for reference service, (4)information on measurement or evalua- 
tion used to determine whether these goals have been reached, and (5) 
any special evaluative studies of reference services done for the library. 
Twenty-seven libraries responded with information on one or more of 
the categories. Seventeen libraries indicated that they had special 
forms which were used to record reference statistics. Seventeen li- 
braries also responded that they compiled monthly or annual reports 
on reference service. It should be noted that the seventeen which 
indicated they used forms were not all the same seventeen indicating 
that they submitted reports. Four libraries which used forms did not 
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submit formal reports. Four which did not indicate that they had 
special forms did indicate that they submitted special reports. o f  those 
which sent copies of reports or which commdnted on their content, the 
classification of reference questions by type or source seemed to be the 
most common reference statistic included. Several relied only on sim- 
ple enumeration of the number of questions asked. Only three of the 
twenty-seven libraries responded that they had formulated goals or 
objectives for reference service. Of these, only one library indicated 
that it attempted to apply its reference measures against the goals set. 
In this one case, a public library, the measure of evaluation was the 
number of questions asked and successfully answered. Five other li-
braries responded that although no specific goals or objectives were 
stated formally, references service was evaluated either through pat- 
ron response or  by the count of the number of unanswered questions 
over a period of time. Six libraries responded that they had had special 
studies of reference services which ranged from user studies to refer- 
ence collection evaluation. One library indicated it had been part of an 
unobtrusive test of reference service. 
Because of the small size of the sample and the low response rate to 
the survey, no attempt should be made to consider the results as 
indicating the state of the art of reference evaluation in all American 
libraries. They do, however, indicate that there is little going on in the 
way of reference evaluation in the libraries which responded. There is 
little reason to believe that those libraries which did not respond have a 
higher incidence of evaluation. The finding that measures of reference 
service still concentrate on the traditional measures of reference ques- 
tion enumeration and classification is consistent with the findings of 
other surveys and the results of the examination of the annual reports 
in the 1971Public Libra? Abstracts. Even if the limitations of the survey 
are taken into account, the small number of libraries responding which 
indicated that they had established goals and objectives for reference 
service and the even smaller number which have attempted to carry out 
evaluations in terms of the stated goals suggests that much needs to be 
done to stimulate evaluation of reference services in American li-
braries. 
Most evaluations of reference service have depended on observa- 
tion, interview, or  questionnaires as a means of gathering data. Since 
many are exploratory or informal studies, not much attention has been 
given to methodological rigor. Few have attempted to determine the 
reliability of the instruments or  the validity of the data gathered. In the 
case of reference statistics, the lack of standardization in counting and 
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classifying reference questions has been a recurring problem. National 
guidelines for gathering such data could be helpful. Standard 
categories for analysis of reference clientele would also make future 
studies more meaningful. 
Several innovative techniques in evaluation of reference collections 
have been noted. One possible direction for concentration of future 
research is the area of user information needs and the types of collec- 
tions that can meet these needs. Goldhor reported in his Minnesota 
survey that a number of librarians knew where to find the answer to 
questions, but did not have the source at hand.58 This suggests a 
possible application of the "test question" method to evaluation of 
reference collections as well as to reference staff and services. 
Analysis of reference staff is, of course, closely related to the evalua- 
tion of staff performance. Many of the test question and unobtrusive 
measures have been related to reference staff evaluation. Areas of 
possible future research might include a study of any relationship 
between performance and selected variables such as type of reference 
department organization or size and type of reference collection. 
Current cost studies of reference services suggest a need for 
guidelines for determining what should be included as part of refer- 
ence service cost. Guidelines as to overhead costs appropriate to refer- 
ence service would be especially helpful. Librarians and researchers 
have little data to guide them in determining what proportion of the 
total book collection costs should be attributed to reference service 
overhead. 
As noted above, the primary trend in reference service evaluation 
seems to be in the area of unobtrusive testing of reference perfor- 
mance. Whether this trend will continue will probably depend as much 
on the library profession's acceptance of the technique as a legitimate 
and appropriate one as on any other factor. Its future, as Childers has 
pointed out, lies in its use not only as a tool for quality control of 
reference service, but also as a means for gathering data on which 
nationwide standards for reference service might be based.59 Until the 
technique of unobtrusive evaluation was applied to reference service, 
there was little data available to indicate needed improvement in refer- 
ence services. Librarians were saying that they were answering better 
than 90 percent of all questions, and users were reporting that they 
were well satisfied. But data from unobtrusive measures have so far 
indicated that there is reason to suspect these prior findings. A pro-
gram of nationwide testing to determine the best performance that the 
best of libraries are capable of providing may be a step toward achiev- 
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ing relevant performance standards for the nation's libraries. 
Just as Rothstein found nearly ten years ago, the lack of standards 
and guidelines is still evident in the literatire of reference evaluation. 
Some advancements in methodologies have been made and a great 
deal of imagination has been shown in some of the studies done in the 
last ten years. But until such a time as there a re  guidelines for  gathering 
and measuring data, evaluation of reference service is likely to con- 
tinue to be exploratory and indeterminant. 
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